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Abstract 

 Testimonio, the new literary genre of Latin American origin promises to be an 

authentic representation of the subaltern. Testimonio is the voice of the voiceless. 

Testimonial literature has always been the writing from the margins.  Testimonio has filled 

the vacuum created by the traditional western born and codified genres. As a genre 

testimonio avoids the conventions of literary aesthetics of a dominant culture.  Testimonio 

helps the marginalised to get free from the center’s conventions of political discourse.  

         The violence perpetrated on the women members of CO-MADRES, an organisation of 

mothers of the disappeared in El Salvador is heart wrenching. It shows the ways in which the 

women’s body becomes the space for violence.  The sample testimonio makes us to shudder 

to see the cruelty of one human being to his fellow human beings. We are compelled to seek 
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answers to the question why man is cruel and merciless.  How can we find panacea for the 

mind and the soul of humans when we are forsaken even by God?! 

 

Key words:  Testimonio, CO-MADRES, campesinos (farm workers) 

 

Testimonio An Introduction 

  The human race is on the brink of destruction. Will it sustain itself? What are we 

going to bequeath the generations to come? Misery and the Earth filled with ruins? or peace 

and the hope for future of humanity? The spiritual forces have failed to raise the doomed 

human race.  The final solution and salvation lies with Literature. Literature has the potential 

to sublimate itself in future as the only Religion of human race.  It has the ethical rights to 

guide humanity towards just path.  This guidance is inevitable for human existence.  

Testimonial literature has always been the writing from the margins. Those privileged genres 

like novel, sonnet, epic and drama belong to the dominant class. Race, class and gender have 

played an important role in writing Scripture, literature, auto-biography, or ethnography.  The 

privileged has been given space and voice.  The underprivileged and the unprivileged voices 

have been muted and silenced permanently. Testimonial has become the means by which 

those who are not privileged tell about themselves and particularly about their struggle 

against the powers that claim privilege over them. 

           History has proved with multiple examples that literature is a potential tool to 

naturalize political ideology.  It has been used as tool to legitimize the ideology of the “state 

Engine” even when it was anti people and unethical”. When we raise the question can 

Literature become the shield and sword of the victims of unethical forces of power?  Can it 

become a panacea to the illness of our society and the solution to the problems of our era?  

Testimonio or Testimonial literature says “yes” 
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       Testimonio is a watershed in the evolution of literary genres.  It is a generic mutation.  

Social and political changes engender new genres in literature. The volatile Latin American 

economic, social and political changes have given birth to it.  It is a two headed engine of 

change and social justice.   

 John Beverley defines the genre as “a novel or novella length narrative, in a 

book or pamphlet (that is, printed as opposed to acoustic) form, told in the first person 

by a narrator who is alsothe protagonist or witness of the events he or she recounts 

and whose unit of narration is usually a ‘life’ or significant life experience.” He states 

that testimonio is “resistance literature” and “a fundamentally democratic and 

egalitarian form of narrative” highlighting its “representational value.” 

 Kimberly Nance argues that testimonio can be defined with “the tripartite 

subject’s experience is representative of a larger class, and intent to work towards a 

more just future.  Accordingly, testimonio aims to inspire solidarity by articulating the 

lived experiences of those relegated to a position of subalternity by Western, 

patriarchal cultural norms and capitalist or neo liberal political and economic 

structures. 

            Testimonio breaks the silenced confines of exploitation, seclusion and cultural 

misrepresentation in order to attempt to set the record straight. It has become the voice of the 

voiceless.  The muffled millions of marginalized find their voices represented by testimonio.  

The chosen narrators speak of “Victims” resilience and the power of truth.  The weapons of 

Prospero have become the shields of modern day Calibans. 

 Literary discourse is used by the “centers of power” to establish and reproduce its 

power over the periphery.  Testimonio is not a discourse which is preoccupied with mere 

literary aesthetics.  It is more than a cultural and socio political record.   As a genre 

testimonio avoids the conventions of literary aesthetics of a dominant culture.  Testimonio 



IJELLH (International Journal of English Language, Literature in Humanities) Vol. 7, Issue 4, April 2019             1984 

 
  
helps the marginalised to get free from the center’s conventions of political discourse. 

Testimonio proves writing as an act of setting aright the historical lies and an act of hope. It is 

used by the oppressed as a lamp to show the hidden pages of official history to the rest of 

world.  . 

   Testimonio has become a critical mode of our relation to events of our times- our 

relation to the traumas of contemporary history:  the wars and the atrocities accompany it.  

The unequal social structure gives birth to Testimonio.  Testimonio contradicts the 

hegemonic narratives, patriarchal and imperialistic forces.  The Gyno centric perspectives 

introduce a new angle to the issues discussed. 

  The silenced voices are given access to the written words in testimonio. The 

oppressed and the affected people have the opportunity to make their particular and collective 

plights known to the world through Testimonio. Their problems do include poverty, 

exploitation, imprisonment or genocide.  The testimonial act of dissemination of the problems 

is a conscious raising process and it is an act of garnering   public’s support and solidarity.   

The hidden pages of official version of the truth are made known to a wide reading public.   

     The sample testimonio taken for analysis is Hear My Testimony by Maria Teresa Tula 

from El Salvador.  This paper wants to highlight   the violence perpetrated on the women 

members of COMADRES and the ways in which the women’s body becomes the space for 

violence. 

             The Republic of El Salvador is “Land of lakes and volcanoes.  El Salvador is the 

smallest nation with the highest population in the region of central Latin America.  Coffee is 

the king of this nation. To promote coffee cultivation many laws were passed to reform land 

holdings.   Modernization laws made many subsistence small farmers into landless daily 

wage earners. The internal strife between the oligarchy and the working class led to Civil 

war.  Millions of people were killed and disappeared. The just demands of poor were denied 
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and they were threatened with tortures and death.  The police and Military were used by the 

state as engines of repression.  The people were demoralized and condemned to lead a life 

worse than death.  The number of people who were arrested and disappeared was more than 

seventy thousands.  The loss of a male relation had become the common woe: the mothers 

had lost their sons, Women their husbands, children their fathers and grandmothers their 

grandsons. To find out the condition of the people abducted by the state engines of repression 

there was a committee organized. This is the famous CO-MADRARES of Latin America. 

 

CO-MADRES 

            CO-MADRES was founded in 1977 by a group of mothers of the disappeared people 

by state sponsored violence.   It was one of the first groups in El Salvador to denounce the 

atrocities of the Salvadoran government and military. The group was formally constituted as 

a committee on Christmas Eve, 1977, under the auspices of the Archdiocese of Monsen˜ or 

Romero .The initially it was a small group of nine, but grew in strength about  thirty by early 

1978. The members of CO-MADRES were quite heterogeneous with respect to class and 

occupation.  The initial group included teachers, workers, peasants, students, lawyers, market 

women, housewives, and small shopkeepers. The group contained significant numbers of 

people who resided in Christian base communities and whose families had suffered severe 

repression because of their church activism. Following liberation theology, a philosophy that 

regarded poverty and exploitation as a sin, these women worked with priests and nuns to 

begin confronting the Salvadoran military and oligarchy in order to change the gross 

inequities that had characterized El Salvador by the late 1960s. They brought this philosophy 

with them into CO-MADRES. 

         The CO-MADRES was responsible for removing the shroud of silence surrounding the 

repression that had become normal in El Salvador during the 1970s. Armed with a short list 
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of missing relatives, they demanded to know who was in the jails, forced the excavation of 

clandestine cemeteries, and made the repression tactics of the government known to an 

international audience.  

          In 1984, the CO-MADRES were the first recipients of the Robert F. Kennedy Human 

Rights Award. They carried out fund-raising and acted as political watchdogs for human 

rights abuses in El Salvador. Soon after the CO-MADRES began organizing in the late 

1970s, they themselves became victims of government repression 

 A majority of the most active CO-MADRES had been detained, tortured, and raped. 

Since 1977, forty-eight members of CO-MADRES had been detained, five had been 

assassinated for their activism, and three had disappeared.  Even after the peace accords were 

signed in December 1991, harassment and disappearances continued. In February 1993, the 

son and the nephew of one of the founders of CO-MADRES were assassinated in Usuluta´n. 

This woman had already lived through the experience of her own detention, the detention and 

gang rape of her daughter, and the disappearance and assassination of other family members. 

For many women, the kinds of human rights abuses they had suffered helped to fortify their 

determination and resulted in a painful self-awareness and acknowledgment of their treatment 

as women at the hands of national security forces. While the formal agenda of the CO-

MADRES remained focused on confronting the sources of human rights abuse in El 

Salvador, in their private conversations and experience these women also began a serious 

questioning of female gender roles.   The CO-MADRES members were raped as a routine 

part of their torture and intimidation activity. 

        These women faced the threat of being neglected by their own family members. They 

were burdened with unwanted pregnancy and babies.  Their trauma could never been 

completely cured.  Support for a questioning of oppressive gender roles for women came in 

part from a small feminist movement emerging in El Salvador at that time. As women’s 
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sections of other popular organizations began to question their subordinate position within 

their own organizations and homes, other Salvadoran women were beginning to take a public 

stand on issues often identified with feminism: rape, unequal work burdens in the home, the 

political marginalization of women, and women’s lack of control over their own sexuality 

and bodies.  Maria Tula’s testimony says how she became the member of CO-MADRES, her 

political conscious was raised and how much she suffered because of her association with 

CO-MADRES by the forces of repression.    

 

The Toruture and Anguish 

       Maria Teresa Tula’s husband Rafael is a landless labourer. He was working as a 

blacksmith in a sugar refinery.  All the three sixty five days except two days for Christmas 

,New Years Eve, New Year day all were working days.  Sugar refinery workers obliged to 

work even on holidays. They were compelled work extra hours.  The owners of the sugar 

refinery amazed huge profits.  But poor workers didn’t enjoy any share of the wealth.  They 

started the strike after the authorities’ failure to accept their claims.  

 The claims were 

 improved working conditions 

 8 hours working  schedule 

 Better safety conditions 

 A just raise in pay and 

 Logistics facility that would take the workers to the town of Izalco.  so that they may 

be safe from the robbers on the day of wages. 
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       The military was called to curb this dangerous strike that would ruin the economy of the 

nation!  The question raised was how they could imagine a strike. Would not tasking for just 

wages and safe working conditions would destroy the nation’s wealth and economy?! 

       “You are all fools.  How could you think of destroying the economy by stopping 

your work? ...When the factories stop there is a lot of money lost and you lose your 

salaries.  You are not going to be paid for your time because the company lost a lot of 

money” 

         The important activists were arrested.  Their women were denied any audience. The   

women who had come to see their husbands were saying “they are going to kill my husband.  

They are going to take him as prisoner.  They are going to disappear (arrested, imprisoned 

and killed without any trial secretly) him.” One of the women was grabbed by her hair by the 

soldier standing there and was shouting for help pathetically.  Maria couldn’t tolerate this.  

She gathers other women.  They took canes and stone to hit the soldier.  Maria warned him to 

leave the lady otherwise the women would hit him with stones.  The woman was left free.  

The freed woman thanked Maria and said, “If it weren’t for you I might have disappeared.” 

She had seen with her own eyes that the military, the guards of a nation, could behave like 

animals, like dogs they could shoot defenseless people.  Maria’s political conscious and the 

idea of combined resistance were born on that moment. 

 Maria Tula’s husband Rafael and other 21 members were announced by the state 

controlled radio as terrorist.  The news announced that  

“The 22 terrorist from the sugar mill have been moved to the court jail house where they will 

stand trial for what did.  If they are found guilty of terrorist acts then they will not be 

released.” 

 The next day they were tried again and all 22 were convicted of having committed 

terrorist acts and of threatening national security.   This was the hard reality of the day and El 
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Salvador on those days. Maria Tula got the acquaintance of one of the CO-MADRES named 

Alicia Nerio de Blandino. Maria Tula’s husband was released after a long struggle.  The 

period of detention was real hell for Maria but she was able to come successfully out this 

phase with help of COMADRES.   She was given the moral courage and ethical support by 

them.  This is not the life story of Tula alone; it is a representation of many activist and 

millions of women who were /are the victims of mindless violence.   

     The most horrible death is Silvia Olan. She was the secretary of Electrical workers Union 

of Sonsonate SLES.  She was abducted by two member of a death squad.  Her body was 

found by a group of campesinos in in a place called La Laguana.  She had been raped before 

she died.  Her nose was stuffed with flesh cut from her genitals.  Her breasts were cut off.  

Her fingers too were cut off.  Her tongue was pulled off and she was strangled.  Her eyes 

were burned with acid.  Maria says “you cannot imagine how terrible it is to find someone 

like that, especially someone you admired and cared for.” 

       The sin committed by CO-MADRES was that along with non-governmental Human 

Rights commission initiated a campaign to expose the existence of clandestine cemeteries. 

The cemeteries were found all over the country.  They are informed of the bodies by the local 

inhabitants.  There would be four five bodies in the same grave and sometimes 25-30 bodies.  

They were infamously known as body dumps.  The COMDARES would exhume the bodies.  

The judge would witness  and testify the process of exhuming.  What happened to the body 

would be notified.  The bodies would be identified by the dress, belt socks or any item found 

on the body.  The media too would be there following the entire process.   

      The government found the CO-MADRES a great challenge to it repressive measures.  

The CO-MADRES members were targeted, arrested, tortured and disappeared.  The other 

death documented is that of Monsenor Romero. He was not only the Roman Catholic church 
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head but the hope of the suppressed people.  He was key player in establishing the CO-

MADRES.  He was assassinated by a death squad of the state. Maria Tula says 

      He was very humble man.  He was extremely sincere..  he truly believed that there was no 

difference between the poorest peasant child and the richest city child.  We were all equal in 

his eyes.  He gave us his love and this way of looking at human beings with affection, love 

and understanding.    

Romero was identified as a dangerous man when the state realized how effective he was.  

Romero’s life was crucified for telling the truth.  “Telling the truth was his death sentence.”  

   Marias’ husband Rafael too had died in the same manner.  The sin committed by him was 

raising his voice against the oligarchy.   He was taken by the police in the name of the 

enquiry but after many tortures was shot dead from a point black range on head.  Maria could 

get his body only after a long struggle with the judiciary.  Her children become traumatized 

by the death of their father.  Maria narrates her children’s traumatized reaction: 

Why did my daddy die?  Why? She said.”May be you didn’t give him his medicine 

Mommy.  Maybe he got sick and you didn’t give it to him and that’s why he died.”  

She was breaking my heart…. 

My daughter was traumatized at this moment, and she said to me “Mommy, it is your 

fault that I don’t have my daddy any more.  You let him die.  It’s your fault.” 

From that moment my daughter changed.  She became a different person.  She had 

severe problems.  She lost weight and didn’t want to eat.  She would call out her 

father every day and tell me, “Look, Mommy, here is Daddy.  I see him.  He came to 

talk to with me.” 

We needed psychologist.  Families going through an experience like that are all 

wounded.  My other sons were affected too.  The oldest one just kept pursing his lips 
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and blinking.  He didn’t say anything for the longest time.  It affected all of us in a 

deep way. 

Marias narration of her torture is heart rendering.   She had narrated it in detail.  She 

was taken to the prison and made stand half naked.  Her head was pushed next to the wall and 

hit against it.  She was grabbed by her blouse and hit on the head with hands.  Hear heart was 

slammed against wall as they were double blows from behind and from the wall in front.  The 

spine was pressed with the tormentors knees to cut off the blood supply to an important 

artery.  This torture was given to find out whether she was a guerrilla.  She was grabbed by 

her arms and pushed up and down by tow in deep knee bends. She was raped many times by 

the prison authorities as an act of intimidation.  The psychological torture she was inflicted on 

was equally painful. 

Maria’s prison account is horrible. Women were tortured and raped without any 

respect to their age.The peasant girls who were not even 15 years old were raped.  The 

trauma was so heavy that they could not even speak about it.  Women of 60 years old were 

raped and tortured too.  There was neither ethics nor an iota of humanity in dealing with 

women.   

Maria was finally released by the pressure given by the Human rights organizations, 

international pressure and as she was innocent.  Fortunately she had survived the attacks of 

her torturers.  The testimonio narrates the violence perpetrated on women to protect the 

unethical interest of state.  This testimonio becomes universal as it didn’t take place in El 

Salvador only.  There were/are millions of Marias throughout the world.  Marias testimony 

makes clear that any man made war has twin targets:   

 The wealth of the territory, the geographical and ecological space.  

 Women’s body which is sacred as life giving source yet considered to be a common 

space for men’s violence.   
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Conclusion 

Maria has given her testimony with the hope of bringing a small change in the attitude 

towards human rights especially women’s rights. This could be possible only when we 

understand equality of human lives; the ephemeral nature of human existence and the need 

for justice and ethics in all spheres of human activities.  Repeatedly we have been proved that 

war, torture, violence and murders are futile.  If we fail to realize this we can have never 

peace on this earth.  Let us understand this from testimonial literature. 
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